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Improved Grievance-Arbitration System:
A Key To Better Labor Relations In
The Postal Service

The grievance-arbitration system of the Postal
Service's highly unionized workforce has be-
come congested with grievances resulting in
costs higher than necessary. Although this
system affects 578,000 Postal employees cov-
ered by collective bargaining agreements,
neither the Service nor the postal unions are
as well served as they might be under a more
efficient system.

Both postal and union officials have been
working toward the mutually desired goal of a
more effective labor-management relation-
ship. This report discusses several problems
which have hampered the Service's progress
toward achieving an effective system and
makes constructive recommendations. The
report also points out that some local unions
were lessening the effectiveness of the system
by initiating and appealing unwarranted
grievances, thereby contributing to an in-
creased adversary relationship.
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COMPTROLLER GENERAL OF THE UNITED STATES
WASHINGTON, D.C. 2048

B-114874

To the President of the Senate and the
Speaker of the House of Representatives

The Postal Service is somewhat unique as a Federal
employer in that it has the largest unionized workforce
with collective bargaining similar to that of private
industry. Approximately 578,000 Postal employees are
covered by collective bargaining agreements between the
Postal Service and the four national unions.

This report contains our evaluation of the grievance-
arbitration system, a key element in labor relations within
the Postal Service. The system, established through col-
lective bargaining, provides a mechanism for the peaceful
resolution of disagreements between management and employees
or unions over wages, hours, and employment conditions. The
recommendations in this report are intended to strengthen
the Postal Service's management control of grievance activ-
ities.

We are sending copies of this report to the Director,
Office of Management and Budget, and the Postmaster General,
United States Postal Service.

Comptro er General
of the United States



COMPTROLLER GENERAL'S IMPROVED GRIEVANCE-ARBI-
REPORT TO THE CONGRESS TRATION SYSTEM: A KEY TO

BETTER LABOR RELATIONS IN
.THE POSTAL SERVICE

DTGEST

The grievance-arbitration system of the Postal
Service's highly unionized workforce has
become congested with grievances resulting
in costs higher than necessary. Although
this system affects 578,000 Postal employees
covered by collective bargaining agreements,
neither the Service nor the postal unions
are as well served as they might be under

a more efficient system.

The grievance-arbitration system, established
through collective bargaining, is a key ele-
ment in labor relations within the Service.
It provides a mechanism for the peaceful
resolution of disagreements between manage-
ment and employees or unions over wages,
hours, and employment conditions. The
system is generally considered to work
well when most grievances are resolved at
the lowest possible level and in a prompt,
fair, and equitable manner.

While the Service and postal unions recognize
these objectives, they have not achieved them.
As a result, the Service and unions incur high
grievance processing costs and the Service in-
curs high operating and personnel costs.

The size and expanse of the Postal Service,
both in terms of the number of employees and
facilities, and th4 relationship the Service
has with the public make labor relations in
the Service unique in comparison to other
labor relations programs throughout the
country. Since 1971, the Service's management
and unions have made considerable progress in
developing a meaningful and effective labor-
management relationship; however, more could
be done.
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THE POSTAL SERVICE CAN IMPROVF
ADMINISTRATION

The Service's proaress toward more effective
management control of grievances has been
hampered by

-- inadequate documentation of griev-
ances,

--insufficient labor relations staffing
and a lack of staff independence,

-- inadequate grievance processing and
labor relations training,

-- inadequate communication of labor re-
lations and contract information to
local levels,

--a lack of grievance monitoring
at the facility level, and

--a lack of accountability at the local
level for labor relations problems.

Although labor relations personnel are gen-
erally responsible for administering the
grievance-arbitration system, the grievances
themselves transcend organizational lines.
The problems GAO found involve individuals
and situations from all postal operations.
Consequently, to have an effective grievance-
arbitration system a more concerted effort
by the total organization is required.

Under the current labor contracts, the Ser-
vice and postal unions have increased their
commitment to effective labor relations
by emphasizing the importance of low level
grievance resolution, adequate documenta-
tion, and better communications. Although
the Service has.taken steps to improve
labor relations training and to estab-
lish a grievance monitoring mechanism, it
could do more.

ii



MORE UNION COOPERATION NEEDED

Both postal and union officials have been
working toward the mutually desired goal of
a more effective labor-management relationship.
At some postal facilities GAO visited, local
po;tal managers and union representatives had
an excellent working relationship; but at
others, the local unions were undercutting
the effectiveness of the grievance-arbitration
system by initiating and appealing unwarranted
grievances, creating an increased adversary
relationship.

The organization and political nature of three
of the postal unions limit their control over
seeing that only warranted grievances are
initiated and appealed to higher levels. More
effective labor relations training by unions
would help. Also, more cooperation between
unions and postal management at the national
level is needed to identify facilities with
problems so that steps can be taken to improve
labor relations.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Postmaster General should:

-- Require data collection guidelines
and a form to focus supervisors'
attention on the documentation
needed to provide a basis for
informed decisions.

-- Adequately staff facilities with quali-
fied personnel in order to resolve
grievances in a timely and equitable
manner.

-- Require labor relations and grievance
processing training for all line super-
visors, managers, postmasters, and
labor relations personnel.
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-- Require that grievance decisions pro-
vide the rationale for the decision.

-- Use planned labor relations and
grievance process evaluations to
identify and correct facility
level problems and contract
administration deficiencies.

-- Require facilities to use grievance
control logs for tracking grievances
through the system and for identify-
ing problems.

-- Evaluate postal supervisors, managers,
and postmasters on their labor rela-
tions performance and take appropriate
action, such as training or reassign-
ment, when problems are identified.

AGENCY COMMENTS

The Postal Service said that the current
labor agreement provides for a number of pro-
cedural changes along the lines GAO recommended
and the Service is making administrative
improvements. Specific actions taken or
proposed by the Service on each recommenda-
tion are in appendix III. The Service
believes that the procedural and administra-
tive changes, taken together, will signifi-
cantly improve the grievance-arbitration
system.

The Service said it has no control over the
number of grievances the unions choose to
file or appeal, but it would continue to
work cooperatively with them on these
matters. (See p. 39.)

UNION COMMENTS

The four national Postal unions were asked
to review and comment on portions of this
report concerning union activities. The
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three unions which provided written comments
had no major disagreements with the facts
as presented, but emphasized that local
postal management, rather than the unions,
generally sets the tone for labor-management
relations. (See p. 47.)
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The Postal Service is somewhat unique as a Federal em-
ployer in that it has the largest unionized workforce with
collective bargaining similar to that of private industry.
Prior to postal reorganization in 1970, labor management re-
lations in the Post Office Department were guided by Execu-
tive Orders 10988 and 11491. The relationship between man-
agement and unions in the Post Office Department was generally
unproductive. In an attempt to correct this problem,
Congress passed the Postal Reorganization Act IPublic
Law 91-375, Aug. 12, 1970] authorizing the Service and postal
unions to negotiate agreements covering, among other things,
the resolution of labor-management disputes.

In 1971, the Service and postal unions agreed to a na-
tional labor contract that included a grievance-arbitration
system which has been modified by subsequent labor agreements.
The grievance-arbitration system provides postal employees
and union officials with a means to peacefully air their com-
plaints concerning working conditions and management's admin-
istration. The system provides postal management with an op-
portunity to learn what its labor problems are and to try to
solve them. The system, if it works well, should improve
labor-management relations, thus reducing the desire for em-
ployees and unions to strike in order to solve their labor
problems. In addition, benefits such as increased produc-
tivity and better management should be expected.

STRIKE AND LABOR-MANAGEMENT RELATIONS
PROMPT POSTAL REORGANIZATION ACT

Prior to postal reorganization, the Post Office Depart-
ment's labor relations and grievance system were defined by
Executive Orders 10988 and 11491. The President's Commission
on Postal Reorganization, in its 1968 report concluded that
grievance procedures under the executive orders did not work
well, and the Post Office Department and postal unions had
a generally unproductive relationship.

On March 18, 1970, more than 150,000 postal employees
participated in an unprecedented work stoppage because of
dissatisfaction over wages. It appears that this strike
and the unproductive labor-management relationship prompted
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passage Of the Postal Reorganization Act on August 12, 1970.
This act established the Postal Service as a semiautonomous
agency, placed it under the National Labor Relations Act,
prohibited strikes, required the Service and postal unions
to negotiate a labor contract, and provided for binding arbi-
tration in the event agreement on a contract was not reached.
The apparent intent of the Congress was that labor relations
in the Postal Service would be similar to that in private
industry, except strikes would be prohibited.

On July 20, 1971, the Service and the four major postal
unions agreed to a 2-year contract. This 1971 National Agree-
ment contained procedures establishing a grievance arbitra-
tion system similar to that used in private industry and
provided for binding arbitration by a neutral third party.
This was a significant change from the previous system under
executive order. Grievance procedures in the 1971 National
Agreement were expected to remedy the causes of the generally
unproductive relationship between postal unions and manage-
ment under the executive orders.

IMPORTANCE OF A GRIEVANCE-ARBITRATION
SYSTEM IN LABOR RELATIONS

Although negotiating a national labor contract involves
long, hard, and tedious work by both management and unions,
signing the agreement does not necessarily reduce labor con-
flict or produce harmonious labor management relations. It
only signifies that both parties have reached some accord
over the terms and conditions of employment--the best accord
possible under the circumstances. Once negotiated, the
National Agreement must be implemented and administered in
accordance with the meaning and intent of the negotiating
parties.

Contract administration--putting the agreement into
practice at the operating level--is primarily the responsi-
bility of management. Getting managers to effectively apply
the agreement's provisions in conducting their operations is
.not an easy task. If this is not done, the role of postal
unions is brought into play, because they "police" the agree-
ment to make sure the Service adheres to the provisions
of the agreement.

The grievance-arbitration system is the key to effective
contract administration and sound labor-management relations.
The system provides employees and unions with a means to air
their complaints concerning the Service's administration of
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the contract and any other work related problems. The system
provides the Service with a means to solve employee/union
problems and to identify and correct weak or poor contract
administration. By resolving employee complaints, improv-
ing its administration of the contract, and correcting prob-
lems the Service can enhance the labor management relation-
ship, reduce grievances, and hopefully improve employee morale
and operating efficiency.

GRIEVANCE-ARBITRATION PROCEDURES

According to the 1975 National Agreement, only employees
and unions can initiate grievances, and they have the right
to grieve almost anything., The agreement provides for a
four-step discipline grievance process and a five-step non-
discipline process as outlined below. The contract also
defines roles and responsibilities of employees, union
officials, managers, and arbitrators under each step.

1975 National Agreement
Grievance-Arbitration Procedures

Disciplinary grievances

Step

1 Informal discussion between employee, union
steward, and immediate supervisor

2a Meeting of the steward or local union repre-
sentative and the Service installation manager
or his designee.

2b Meeting between the area or regional union
representative and the Service's regional
representative at a location convenient
to the parties.

Binding arbitration by a neutral third party.

Nondisciplinary grievances

Step

1 Informal discussion between employee, union
steward, and immediate supervisor.
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2a Meeting of the steward or local union repre-
sentative and the Service installation manager
or his designee.

3 Meeting of the-area or regional union repre-
sentative and the Service's regional repre-
sentative.

4 Meeting of representatives from the national
union and Postal Service headquarters.

- Binding arbitration by a neutral third party.

The aggrieved party is normally represented in grievance
hearings by a union official. At each grievance step, except
arbitration, Service officials listen to and discuss the
grievance and ultimately render decisions. If not satisfied
with management's decisions, the employee representative
can ultimately appeal the case to arbitration, where an
independent arbitrator can decide the issue.

Each step of the grievance arbitration procedure has
specific time limitations within which both the unions and
the Service must respond. Mutual agreement by the parties
can extend the time limits. A union's failure to adhere to
its time limitations for appeal automatically waives the
grievance. Management's failure to render a decision within
its time limits "shall be deemed to move" the grievance to
the next higher level in the grievance procedure. Either
management or the union can elect to expedite the processing
and bypass steps 3 or 4 or both for nondisciplinary griev-
ances. The grievance processing time limits are generally
shorter for discipline than for nondiscipline grievances.

The 1975 National Agreement also retained the expedited
arbitration process for nonremoval discipline appeals first
introduced in the 1973 contract. This process is designed
to reduce arbitration costs through informal proceedings
and remove delays in the adjudication of appeals by such
things as requiring arbitrators to give their decisions
within 48 hours of the conclusion of the arbitration pro-
ceedings.

The 1978 National Agreement contains significant changes
from the 1975 grievance-arbitration procedures including:
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-- Making steps 1 and 2 grievance settlements non-
precedential, thereby giving management represen-
tatives greater leeway in reaching settlements
at the lower levels.

-- Requiring unions to use a grievance form when
appealing grievances beyond step 1.

-- Eliminating disciplinary step 2b.

-- Allowing unions to set forth in writing for
the record any claimed corrections or addi-
tions to management's facts or contentions in
the step 2 decision.

-- Allowing nondisciplinary grievances that do
not involve interpretations of the National
Agreement to be appealed from step 3 directly
to arbitration.

--Allowing grievances appealed to steps 31and 4
to be remanded to the preceding step for fur-
ther evaluation or resolution.

-- Limiting the grievances that can be appealed
to step 4 to only those involving interpretive
issues.

The main objectives of the changes were to encourage
grievance settlement at the lowest possible level, require
the development and exchange of all grievance-related facts
and issues, and provide more effective and expeditious griev-
ance processing.
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CHAPTER 2

SERVICE'S GRIEVANCE-ARBITRATION

SYSTEM NOT MEETING INTENDED OBJECTIVES

A grievance-arbitration system is generally considered
efficient and effective when grievances are solved at the
lowest possible level and in a prompt, fair, and equit-
able manner. While the Service and postal unions recognize
these objectives in their system, they have not achieved them.

Because grievances are not always solved atithe lowest
possible levels and in a prompt, fair or equitable manner,
conflict over certain contract issues has been increased or
perpetuated at individual facilities and on a nationwide ba-
sis. By not effectively settling these conflicts, the sys-
tem has become overburdened with unnecessary grievances, and
the labor relations climate at the facility level has suf-
fered. As a result, the Service and unions are incurring
higher than necessary grievance processing costs, and the
Service is incurring unnecessary operating and personnel
costs. A poor labor relations climate can also impair the
ability of Service managers to move the mail as efficiently
and effectively as possible.

The congested grievance-arbitration system and higher
than necessary personnel costs are attributable to the Serv-
ice's and the unions' inability to establish effective manage-
ment control over grievance activities. The specific problem
areas in the Postal Service are discussed in detail in chapter
3. Some local unions have also lessened the system's overall
effectiveness by their activities. (See Ch. 4.)

CHARACTERISTICS OF AN EFFECTIVE
SYSTEM

An efficient and effective grievance arbitration system
is generally characterized as achieving the following objec-
tives:

-- Solving most labor problems before becoming formal
grievances or at the lowest possible steps of the
process once they become formal grievances.

--Affording the complainant a prompt processing of
his/her grievance or appeal.
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-- Solving labor problems and grievances in a fair
and equitable manner.

Both Service and postal union officials concur with the
importance of these objectives and have incorporated their
essence in the 1978 National Agreement. The Service is
emphasizing the essence of these objectives in its training
program on the 1978 agreement and has emphasized their
importance in grievance handling guidance provided to postal
managers in previous years. Grievance handbooks, labor con-
tracts in both the public and private sector, and a GAO
report to the Congress have also emphasized the labor rela-
tions importance of these objectives.

Labor problems should be resolved before becoming griev-
ances or at the lowest steps in the grievance process, since
the parties at the lower levels are closest to the situation
and generally are in a better position to understand and
solve the problem in a fair and equitable manner. Prompt
resolution in a fair and equitable manner is derived from
the concept of an individual's rights to a speedy hearing
and due process. Employees and unions expect management to
treat them fairly and equitably by justifying its actions
and decisions and providing them with proper redress.

GRIEVANCES ARE NOT ALWAYS SOLVED
AT THE LOWEST POSSIBLE LEVEL

Although the Service and postal unions believe that most
labor problems should be settled before becoming formal griev-
ances or at the lowest possible levels in the grievance sys-
tem, this has not been the case. Large backlogs of unsolved
appeals at step 4 and arbitration have resulted--a situation
that has been part of the grievance process since 1971 and
has become progressively worse. Service and union officials,
as well as some labor relations authorities, believe the sys-
tem has almost broken down.

Only 2 of the 15 facilities we visited appeared to be
effectively solving problems informally. At these facili-
ties, postal management and union officials were discussing
and attempting to resolve problems before they became for-
mal grievances. At two other facilities, formal grievances
also appeared to be effectively resolved at the second step.
At the remaining 11 facilities, most problems were not solved
informally or at steps 1 and 2 of the grievance system but
were appealed to higher levels for resolution. The lack of
effective low level settlement at these 11 facilities and
others has contributed to the large volume of appeals shown
in the following table.
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Grievance Appeal Volumes
1975 National Agreement Cumulative

through July 30, 1978

Processing
steps Volume

Arbitration 20,474
Step 4 28,904
Step 3 100,765
Step 2b 41,871
Step 2a note (a) 253,350
Step 1 note (a) 340,067

Total 785,431

a/ GAO estimates; Postal Service does not accumulate these
statistics.

Our review of prearbitration and arbitration activity
indicated that unmeritorious cases have been appealed through
all steps of the system. For example, our analysis of nondis-
cipline arbitration appeals showed less than 3 percent of all
closed cases actually went to arbitration (see app. I).
The other 97 percent were closed at prearbitration, where
about half were withdrawn by the unions and the other half
settled by the Service. This indicates that postal unions
appealed large numbers of unmeritorious cases to arbitration
where they were eventually withdrawn, and that management
failed to sustain or settle many meritorious cases at lower
steps.

As a result of the large volume of appeals, large back-
logs of unsolved appeals have accumulated at step 4 and
arbitration levels. From January 1977 through July 1978
the parties settled over 2,300 appeals at arbitration,
6,100 in prearbitration, and 15,500 at step 4. However,
the number of backlogged appeals had grown to nearly 18,000
as of August 1978--over 9,600 at arbitration and over
8,100 at step 4.

The backlog has been a part of the system since the
1971 contract but has become progressively worse. Service
and union officials agree there are too many appeals, and
they believe the system has become so clogged with grievances
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and appeals that it has almost completely broken down. For
example, the Senior Assistant Postmaster General for Employee
and Labor Relations described the dire situation in 1977
as follows:

"There are a large number of 1973 and
1975 certified contract cases on hand
at Headquarters pending arbitration.
We feel they are of a nature that could
involve no precedent-setting issues.
As Mr. * * * discussed with your Gen-
eral Managers for Labor Relations at
the May 11 and 12 meeting, we must,
out of necessity, begin sending these
cases back to the regions for adjudi-
cation. I fully realize that by doing
this, we are placing an additional
workload on you, but unless this log-
jam breaks, and soon, the problem will
become unmanageable."

According to newspaper articles, national American
Postal Workers Union (APWU) officials have said that despite
hiring additional personnel, they were overwhelmed with griev-
ances. The outgoing National Association of Letter Carriers
(NALC) union president was quoted as describing the grievance
system as clogged with unnecessary grievances. "With about
30,000 grievances being instituted each year, it is humanly
impossible to make the program work * * *

In January 1979 the Executive Council of the NALC decided
to return 5,800 step 4 and arbitration cases to regions for
resolution or prioritizing for resolution at the national
level. The Council stated "A system of priority ranking
and accountability will be instituted so that continued sub-
mission of frivolous or unnecessary grievances will be
counter-productive."

LABOR PROBLEMS NOT
ALWAYS PROMPTLY SOLVED

Recognizing the importance of solving labor problems
in a prompt manner, the Service and postal unions included
in their national agreement specific processing time limits
for filing, appealing, hearing, and deciding grievances at
each step of the system. While time limits for the unions'
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filing and appealing grievances are normally met, the time
limits for management's holding hearings and rendering
decisions at steps 2 through 4 are seldom met. Excessive
delays have also occurred on arbitration appeals. Some
grievances settled in 1978 were between 3 and 5 years old.

The time limits included in the 1975 National Agreement
for processing grievances are shown in the chart on page 11.
The 1978 agreement includes the same limits at the lower
steps. However, at the higher steps some time frames have
been increased to insure adequate documentation and full
development of the facts while noninterpretative grievances
can be referred directly to regional level arbitration, thus
reducing the overall time needed to complete the process for
these cases.

Our review of grievance processing times for each step
showed that while unions almost always filed and appealed
grievances within the specified time limits, management often
exceeded time limits for holding hearings and rendering
decisions. For example, for the Miami Post Office, the
Service exceeded its step 2a time limits 80 percent of the
time and exceeded its step 3 time limits 94 percent of the
time. The average time the Service took to hear and decide
step 4 appeals was 7.9 months, with some taking as much as
2-1/4 years.

The 1975 National Agreement did not specify limits for
the entire arbitration process. A labor relations authority
told us that the time from filing for arbitration through
the award may be as short as 2 months but should seldom
exceed 6 months. Our analysis of processing times on arbi-
tration awards rendered from January 1977 through July 1978
for 1973 and 1975 contract appeals shows the following:

Type of Processing time (months)
Contract arbitration Average Range

1973 Nondiscipline 23.8 9.8-50.2
Expedited discipline 22.8 14.7-39.3
Removal 18.4 10.5-23.3

1975 Nondiscipline 10.6 3.2-24.6
Expedited discipline 6.6 1.9-21.4
Removal 5.9 0.4-16.7

The lower average times for discipline cases are due to the
parties giving these priority in scheduling.
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1975 NATIONAL AGREEMENT TIME LIMITS

AWARENESS OF GRIEVANCE

wJ~~~~ -i ~~~~~~14 days

STEP 1 DISCUSSIO'N
5 days

STEP 1 ANSWER7

IB~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~II
10 days

APPEAL TO STEP 2A

7 days.

STEP 2A MEETING

10 days

STEP 2A ANSWER 

/ ~ \ 10 days

CONTRACTUAL CASES /DISCIPLINE AND DISCHARGE CASES

APPEAL TO STEP 3 | | APPEAL TO STEP 2B

15 days 7 days

STEP 3 ANSWER | STEP 2B ANSWER

15 days

APPEAL TO STEP 4

15 days

I STEP 4 MEETING 21 days

15 days

| STEP 4 ANSWER

45 days

| *REFER TO ARBITRATION *REFER TO ARBITRATION

*There is no specified time limit for the entire arbitration process.

154 Day Total through Step 4 77 Day Total through Step 2B
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The seriousness of timely grievance processing becomes
apparent when average processing times for all the steps are
added together. For example, 1975 nondiscipline cases took
an average of 22 months, or nearly 2 years, to be processed
through the last two steps, while some cases from 1973 took
3 to 5 years to be processed from step 1 through prearbitra-
tion or arbitration.

Both the Service and postal unions blame each other for
contributing to the processing delays. As with the backlog
situation, however, it will take a more concerted effort
from both parties to correct the delays because, at current
processing rates, we estimate it would take over 6 years
just to process all the backlogged nondiscipline appeals.

PROBLEMS NOT ALWAYS SOLVED IN A
FAIR AND EQUITABLE MANNER

Labor problems in the Postal Service do not always
appear to be solved in a fair and equitable manner. Service
decisions and settlements are often inconsistent with the
facts in the case file, prior decisions and settlements, the
National Agreement, and postal policies. And, although
called for in the National Agreement, the Service is provid-
ing few, if any, reasons for its decisions. Thus, while
grievances are eliminated from the system, the labor problems
causing the grievance often remain unresolved and generate
additional grievances on the same problem.

A primary function of the grievance-arbitration sys-
tem is to solve disputes over the meaning and application
of the parties' labor contract. According to the Service
and postal union officials, arbitrators, and labor relation
authorities, in order for grievance resolutions to be fair
and equitable, disputes must be decided on the basis of a
thorough review of the parties' contentions, documentation
of facts and circumstances pertaining to the situation,
prior grievance decisions and settlements, policies, and
applicable provisions of the National Agreement. If, after
this thorough review, the grievance has merit, it should
be sustained in whole or in part, and the grievant should
be provided with proper redress.

As demonstrated in the following examples, our review
of regional case files identified Service decisions that
were inconsistent with the facts, the National Agreement,
and postal policy.
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Example 1

A regional labor relations representative "resolved"
an appeal and his resolution letter stated: "These griev-
ances are resolved. Supervision will allow stewards
reasonable time to investigate grievances." However,
the labor relations representative's note to the post-
master--"Under the circumstances, it appears that
reasonable time was given. "--indicated the grievance
should have been denied.

Example 2

On a nondiscipline case a local union contended that
temporary employees were used in lieu of part-time employees
in violation of the National Agreement and that the part-
time employees should receive pay for time missed. This

grievance was denied at steps 1, 2a, 3, and 4 but was settled
in prearbitration with the statement "grievant.* * * is to

receive one hour at the applicable straight time rate of
pay." Regional officials told us they believed there was no
violation of the agreement, but they did not want the issue
to go to arbitration. Since the union agreed not to appeal
the case further in return for one hour of pay, the appeal
was settled.

Example 3

Management settled a suspension case in prearbitration
as follows:

"The above captioned case is settled
prior to arbitration as follows: the
fourteen (14) day suspension issued
the grievant for improper conduct on
July 21, 1977, is reduced to a letter
of warning. The letter of warning
will be reviewed on a continuing basis
from April 17, 1978, through April 17,
1979. If there are no instances of like
or similar nature during the review pe-
riod, the letter of warning will be re-
moved. The grievant will be paid five
days administrative leave for the days
of the suspension. The remaining days
of the suspension will be charged to
LWOP. This resolution is made on a non-
precedent setting basis and will not be
cited in any grievance or arbitration
hearings."
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The National Agreement and the Service's discipline
handbook state that discipline must be for just cause, pro-
gressive, and corrective (not punitive). These guides also
recognize progressive and corrective discipline penalties
of counselings, letters of warning, suspensions, and dis-
charges. This settlement appears inconsistent with these
principles. Either the employee deserved a letter of warn-
ing in which the remaining days of the suspension charged
to LWOP should also have been paid as administrative leave,
or the employee deserved a suspension of some days. The
decision resulted in both a letter of warning and a 5-workday
suspension.

In actual practice it is not always a simple matter to
determine which party's interpretation is correct. If the
meaning were clear, there would be no dispute. Consequently,
a compromise is sometimes in order. Regardless of what the
decision is, however, the reasons for the decision should be
stated, because they form a basis for determining whether
the contract's meaning was applied in a fair, equitable,
and just manner.

As shown in the following examples, we also found
Service grievance decision letters provided to the unions
often contained few or no reasons for the decisions.

Step 2b decisions

"The 7-day suspension will be reduced to a 4-day
suspension and the grievant will be reimbursed
for two days at the straight time rate."

"The Letter of Warning is reduced to a Counseling."

Step 3 decisions

"The grievant will be considered to be a qualified
bidder for any future similar positions."

"The grievant is entitled to be paid sick leave
for November 12 and November 13, 1976."

These decision letters failed to provide a basis for the
decisions or apply the contract's meaning to the problem
situation.

Union officials told us that the Service provides few
or no reasons for its decisions at steps 1, 2a, 3, and 4.
Service regional and headquarters officials confirmed that
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